
  
    [image: Tracking a Poison Pen]
  


  
    
      Tracking a Poison Pen

      A Fairmont Finds Canine Cozy Mystery

    

    
      
        Cate Lawley

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        About

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Death Retired

      

    

    
      
        Also by Cate Lawley

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About

          

        

      

    

    
      Nasty notes and deadly deeds

      

      Zella’s had enough of the horrid letters she’s been receiving since she moved to White Sage. Scrawled on scraps of paper and left for her to find, each of the notes is worse than the last.

      White Sage is Zella’s home and she refuses to be bullied, shamed, or chased out of town.

      Just when she decides to enlist the Sleuthing Granny Gang to help her track down the poison pen, the first body appears.

      Join Zella, Fairmont, and the Sleuthing Granny Gang in their latest adventure!
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      I smell the bad woman.

      The one who leaves bad mail for my lady.

      The bad woman’s scent is in the cracks of the sidewalk as we near home.

      It’s in the grass of our neighbor’s yard.

      In our yard.

      Her mail makes my lady Zella sad and worried.

      My hackles rise as I follow the scent to our door.
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      Fairmont and I had finished our run and were on the home stretch of my ten-minute cool-out walk.

      He was always accommodating after a run and let me stroll the final few blocks at a dog’s version of a slow crawl.

      Usually, any outing made him happy, and a run always relaxed him. Not today. The closer we got to the house, the odder he was behaving.

      It took a minute before I recognized the signs: he was tracking something.

      I’d been reading a little about cadaver and trailing dogs, mostly the biographies of handlers. They were full of entertaining stories, but were also peppered with tidbits of technical detail, so I’d learned a little.

      Between the books I’d read and what I’d observed of his behavior these past months, I could see he’d locked onto a scent and was following it.

      His nose was close to the edge of the sidewalk where it met the grass from my neighbors’ yards, and as he moved, he stayed consistently within an inch or three from the point where the surface changed.

      He wasn’t pulling on the leash, but I’d gone from a casual stroll to a good clip as he’d grown more animated.

      His stubby little tail was still and slightly elevated, a sign that the scent he was following was human.

      He was on a mission, and it wasn’t to trail a neighborhood cat or a rodent. Rabbits and squirrels made his nose busy and his tail wag so fast it almost vibrated. He definitely wasn’t tracking a small, furry critter right now.

      That intent, focused behavior continued up the sidewalk to my front door.

      And then the hair on his neck, all along his back, and down to the base of his tail lifted—and he growled.

      I shivered as a deeply uncomfortable feeling washed over me.

      Fairmont was one of the least aggressive dogs I’d ever been around. He rarely growled.

      “Fairmont?” I whispered softly.

      His ears flicked in my direction and the growling stopped, so I knew he’d heard me, but he didn’t stop his focused search for—my doormat?

      He came to a stop with his nose on top of my doormat then lay down, staring intently at it.

      I followed his gaze and saw the edge of an envelope that had been tucked underneath the mat.

      I knew exactly what it was.

      I gritted my teeth. This was ridiculous.

      My heart thudded and my blood raced.

      It was broad daylight, and—just, no.

      I stood taller. “No.“

      Fairmont looked at me.

      “Not you, honey. You’re the best dog. Good boy.” I tried to infuse some enthusiasm in my voice as I praised him repeatedly and pulled him gently away from the evidence.

      Because this had gone on for too long. I knew just what was in that envelope, and I wasn’t about to open it and read it and have it ruin my day.

      I retrieved my phone from the pocket of my running tights, and once Fairmont and I were both far enough from the porch that I wasn’t completely creeped out, I called Luke.

      “Hey, sweetheart. How you doing?”

      I let out a breath.

      “Zella?” His tone changed from pleased to concerned. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I’m fine. Not bleeding or injured in any way.” My tone might be wry, but the last thing I wanted to do was worry Luke unnecessarily. “I do have to tell you something.”

      “I haven’t taken lunch yet. Do you want me to swing by, or is this something you can tell me over the phone?”

      “Probably something I should tell you now. I don’t know. You might need to stop by while you’re still on the clock. So, you remember the dead bird and the note I got several months back?”

      His voice all business now, he said, “Yes, of course.”

      I knew he would. It was more of a conversation starter than a real question. And I needed a way to ease into this, because I’d made an error of judgment. I’d kept information from a man I trusted, a man I loved, who also happened to be in law enforcement. Not my most clever decision.

      “I haven’t had any more dead birds, but I’ve been getting notes. Nasty notes.”

      He didn’t take me to task for failing to tell him that someone had been stalking and threatening me.

      And that was what it felt like: stalking. Because those notes were planted when I wasn’t home or when I was sleeping. That required a certain level of observation. Might as well call a spade a spade: I was being surveilled. Add to that the nasty, borderline threatening notes, and that sounded a heck of a lot like stalking to me.

      Luke calmly asked how many notes and if I’d kept them.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe six or seven?” I counted in my head. “No, this will be nine including that first one with the dead bird. And I did have them for a while, but they got nastier and…I threw them all away.”

      Nine. I hadn’t actually added them up until now. That was one of the reasons, along with the escalating content, that I’d thrown away the first handful I’d saved. The weight of the accumulated notes had been worse than receiving each single letter.

      Without a hint of frustration in his voice, he asked if I was home now.

      A part of me wanted to apologize for keeping them from him, but it had been my decision to make. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Another part of me wanted to hug him for understanding and not taking me to task.

      “I’d just finished a run and was heading into the house when Fairmont started to act odd and then lay down in front of the doormat. That’s…ah, that’s where the envelope is. I didn’t touch it.”

      “I’m on my way. And Zella? Maybe just go in the back door.” He didn’t make a fuss, but I knew he was worried for me, so I agreed.

      Also, I didn’t want to touch it or go anywhere near it.

      The initial notes had focused on warning me away from White Sage, but the more recent ones had gotten fouler and were full of profane and accusatory language.

      After ending the call, I headed inside with Fairmont. If I hurried, I’d have time for a quick shower.

      Luke and I might be officially dating, but that didn’t mean I was any more excited for him to see me—or smell me—in this state than if we weren’t official.

      I didn’t dwell on the thought that maybe I felt a little dirtier than a mild March day and clean sweat would account for.
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      Luke arrived in less than fifteen minutes, so he must have left in a rush. Since it was just past eleven when Fairmont and I got home from our run, I’d thrown some foil-wrapped tamales in the oven to reheat before I hopped in the shower.

      A knock on the back door was followed by Luke’s head. “Do I smell food?”

      I twisted my wet hair into a bun and smiled at him. “You do. Pork tamales from that place you love right off the highway. I picked them up yesterday.”

      I liked to cook, but tamales were an art I hadn’t mastered.

      He grinned at me. “Thanks. I’m starving.”

      He was always starving, probably because he burned as many calories in a day as a man half his age. Also, he ran and worked out. Something I knew now that we were more intimately involved. He’d offered to run with me, but I’d resisted thus far. I wasn’t sure if I’d enjoy it, and I didn’t want to disappoint him if I decided I didn’t want to make it a habit…or if I couldn’t keep up.

      He glanced at the clock on the stove, but it only displayed the oven temperature at the moment. “How much time do I have?”

      “Maybe three minutes?”

      He nodded and disappeared back into my yard.

      When he returned five minutes later—through the front door—his demeanor had changed significantly. There was no sign of the envelope, but I knew he’d read what was inside and that it was bad.

      He didn’t mention the contents of the letter, but he did hug me tight and kiss the top of my head before sitting down to tamales and salad.

      “You know they’ve got some lamb now in addition to the pork and beef.”

      He shook his head. When he finished chewing, he said, “Why mess with perfection?”

      “Oh, they’re fabulous. I had them for dinner last night.” I knew he wouldn’t like them, and I’d been on my own for dinner yesterday.

      From talk of tamales, we moved to my run (three miles and more of a slow jog than a run) then his morning (filled with paperwork) and Deputy Zapata’s mother (recently out of the hospital after a hip replacement and doing well).

      Finally, he pushed his plate forward and rested his elbows on the table.

      He looked at me with a worried crease between his eyes. “This letter, these letters. Tell me more.”

      So I did.

      How I hadn’t wanted to worry him, but also hadn’t thought much of them…at first.

      How I’d received the second letter (without an accompanying dead bird) and decided it was just some angry local who didn’t like Austinites coming in and buying local homes. A sort of generic animosity toward one of the big-city folk who were moving in and gentrifying the town.

      The first few letters had been along the lines of “Go home. You don’t belong here.” So that explanation had fit.

      But then the next letter had contained a much more personal attack. I was a “slut” and a “whore.” The remaining letters were that and worse.

      “Once I’d made the decision to keep them to myself, it seemed silly to change my mind just because the tone of the letters changed.” Fairmont pressed against my leg as I explained my, in retrospect, misguided reasoning.

      They’d only gotten worse with each one, and then I hadn’t known exactly when to step forward and ask for help. Until today.

      Today had been different.

      Fairmont had obviously recognized the scent of the letter writer, so that was new. But I’d also never before reacted so strongly on discovering one of the notes as I had today. Whoever was writing these accursed letters, they were conditioning me to be fearful.

      I hugged Fairmont’s warm body against my leg and scratched his chest.

      “You’re not the only person in town getting these types of letters.”

      I looked up. “But you never said—”

      I shook my head. Of course, he wouldn’t. The only details he shared with me from work were the nonconfidential variety. Or the confidential sort that I’d figured out on my own.

      And my previous confidence in my choice not to share them, believing no one else was impacted, went up in smoke. “I’m sorry, Luke. I really am.”

      “It’s okay. I would have liked to have known right away, but it was your decision.” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “After reading the latest, I can see why you just wouldn’t want to think about them, let alone discuss them.”

      “Because ignoring problems always makes them go away,” I replied wryly.

      Which reminded me, I had another problem that wasn’t going away. My kids and their persistent denial of the fact that I was in a relationship.

      After Luke and I had gotten together officially in October, I’d told both Greta and Mark, hoping that we could make arrangements for holiday introductions. But between my uncooperative children and Luke’s schedule, that simply hadn’t worked.

      Luke had initially been bothered, but it had been more a function of his uncertainty about us and concern that my children were hurting my feelings rather than any real concern over my children’s lack of interest in meeting him. He’d actually been very mellow about the whole thing.

      Too mellow. He deserved better.

      It was past time to deal with that issue, as well.

      Mental note: call my children later today.

      “Well, I can’t say anything about the details of the other letters we’ve collected, but I can tell you that yours take a much more personal tone.” He frowned fiercely enough that I felt the need to comfort him. I rubbed his arm.

      Fairmont got the hint and shifted his soothing affection to his second favorite human.

      And that reminded me that I’d failed to pass on a pertinent detail about Fairmont’s earlier behavior.

      “I almost forgot. When I told you that Fairmont was acting oddly, I meant that he’d growled at the envelope. But I completely forgot to say, I’m pretty sure Fairmont’s identified the letter writer’s scent.”

      He captured my hand and kissed my knuckles. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      I explained how Fairmont had followed someone’s scent along the sidewalk from at least a few houses distant, all the way to the doormat, where he’d lain down and indicated the envelope. “And like I said, he growled.”

      “Nine letters, all of which likely upset you. More than enough repetition for him to make associations.” Luke reached down and rubbed Fairmont behind his ears. “He’s clever like that.”

      “He is quite sensitive to my emotions. But that’s crazy, right? That he would be able to catch the scent from those letters, delivered weeks apart, and match them up and then later track that scent?”

      Luke’s head tilted, and after a few seconds he said, “No, I don’t think it’s crazy at all.” Then he patted his lap, inviting Fairmont to jump up and get some serious loving.

      I truly did thank whatever benevolent being sent the pair of them to me. God? The Fates? The universe smiling? I said a silent prayer of thanks to whoever might be listening, because I was thankful for Luke and Fairmont every day.

      “Do you have anything planned for later this afternoon?” Luke asked after he’d finished lavishing Fairmont with attention.

      “Nothing that can’t be rescheduled. Do you want us to come down to your office?” Otherwise known as the sheriff’s office, where evidence from an open case would be stored. That was a shot of reality that didn’t exactly go down smoothly.

      “If you’ve got time, maybe after three. I’d like to see how Fairmont reacts to the other letters. It can’t hurt.”

      I nodded, because I wanted to do whatever I could to help. I felt foolish for having kept the information from him, even if those vile letters did paint me in a truly terrible light.

      My chest constricted as I thought once again about the fact that there was someone out there—someone in White Sage—who thought those terrible things about me.

      “Hey,” Luke said softly. I looked up to find his eyes filled with worry. “I’m sorry you were exposed to such hateful thoughts.”

      I clasped my hands together. “It’s not as if I give any weight to the contents.” With a wry smile, I continued. “My husband was the first man I’d ever been with, and I’m currently in a committed relationship with a man I love dearly.”

      He took my hand and squeezed.

      I smiled at him. “So, no, the contents of the letters don’t bother me, because I’m not ashamed of how I’m living my life. It’s how they were delivered and the fact that someone out there harbors such hateful thoughts towards me. I’m not exactly the kind of person who inspires hate. Even my ex says I’m a good egg.”

      I managed not to roll my eyes. Both Luke and I knew exactly why he said that. I kept my cool when he married the significantly younger pregnant girlfriend he’d been cheating on me with when we’d divorced. At least they waited to get pregnant until after the divorce was final. Again, I kept my eye roll internal.

      “No offense, hon, but your ex is an ass. He’s right—for once—but he’s an ass. And on that note…” He gently shifted Fairmont away from his leg with a final scratch behind his ear and stood up. “I need to get back to work. Are you going to be okay at the house by yourself?”

      “Really?” It was broad daylight. And I had Fairmont, so I wasn’t exactly alone.

      He sighed. “I know you’ll be okay, but would you feel better with company?”

      I thought about it. Helen was away visiting her friend May in the panhandle, but Vanessa and Georgie, the remainder of the Sleuthing Granny Gang, would likely be up for coffee. Or I could even call our book club and invite them over for impromptu treats and chitchat.

      In the absence of any mysteries over the past few months, our little sleuthing gang had morphed into a mystery book club and expanded to include Annie, Luke’s niece; Liam, her boyfriend; and my neighbor Betsy Sever, who’d been eager to join us now that she had a full-time nanny.

      “You know, I think I’ll just give Betsy a call.” Anything else felt like too much hassle.

      And that right there told me that I was more affected by the events of the morning than I’d realized. I wasn’t one to be overwhelmed by a little last-minute get-together planning.

      Luke kissed my temple and encouraged me to call Betsy then he headed back to work.

      Before I picked up the phone, I considered whether I was going to tell Betsy about the notes.

      My stomach turned a bit at the thought, but that was just what I needed to push me into a firm “yes.”

      I had nothing to be ashamed of. I hadn’t done anything wrong, and the sooner I shared what had become a shameful secret with the people I cared about and trusted, the sooner I’d shake the clinging tentacles of undeserved humiliation.
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      Luke makes everything better.

      When my lady is scared, I cuddle and try to make her feel safe.

      When she is sad, I cuddle and try to make her smile.

      Luke makes her feel safe.

      Luke always makes her smile.

      Luke is the best.

      Why can’t Luke work here?

      Why can’t Luke sleep here?

      Why can’t Luke be here all the time and never ever leave?
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      Betsy looked at me across my kitchen table with big, round eyes, her steaming tea forgotten. “I am so sorry, Zella. That’s just terrible.”

      As I’d brought Betsy up to date with the poison pen letters, I hadn’t considered the fact that she’d once upon a time been the target of some truly unpleasant rumors herself.

      It was long before I’d moved to White Sage. Sadly, there’d been some basis for them, but primarily because she’d been struggling with mental health difficulties. Even more sadly, certain members of the community hadn’t been the supporting, loving folk they could have been.

      “I’m good,” I reassured her. “Truly. Luke just thought maybe I’d find company reassuring.”

      Fairmont’s sigh from under the kitchen table prompted me to add, “Human company,” with a smile.

      But I had to wonder if Betsy had been the right choice.

      “Yeah. I can’t even imagine. That’s just so ugly.” I must have given my thoughts away with my expression, because she shook her head. “Oh, no. This is totally different from my experience with the gossiping horde. It’s not like any of the jerks talking about me committed their worst, most profane thoughts to paper and then delivered them to my doorstep.”

      A truly appalling thought with her three young boys in the house. Bad enough an adult be exposed, but children?

      I wrinkled my nose. “And I didn’t even tell you what was in the last few.”

      “Worse than b-i-t-c-h?” I laughed as she rolled her eyes. “It’s automatic. Although almost moot at this point. I’m pretty sure two of the three can spell all but the worst profanity by now, and besides that, their father is hopeless when it comes to language around the kids.”

      And I always thought he was such a quiet, reserved man…

      “Definitely worse than a female dog. A lot worse. Whoever left those nasty notes really doesn’t like women.”

      I’d given it some thought before today and had decided a few notes previous that the author was not a fan of my gender.

      “Pfft.” Betsy flipped her hand like that was nonsense. “I’ll bet you an early draft peek of my current manuscript that the author is a woman.”

      Betsy wrote mostly romance and was typically quite private about her scribblings (her word for her popular sports romance books). So either I was now within her circle of writerly trust or she was just that certain of her conclusion. But a woman?

      “I don’t know.” Except the more I thought about it, the more I realized it might fit. And that just made me wonder what was in the notes that other residents of White Sage were receiving. Now that Luke had revealed they existed, I was curious.

      I itched to ask Betsy if she’d heard any rumblings about other victims.

      “What are you thinking?” She eyed the treats displayed on a pretty plate I’d received as a Christmas gift from Helen. After snagging a delicately pink macaroon, she said, “Come on. Spill.”

      Maybe if I carefully poked…

      “Now that you’ve found a full-time nanny, you’ve been out and about more.”

      She grinned when she saw what I was doing. “Yes, Zella. I have been shamelessly abusing Monique and getting out of the house much more. What do you want to know?”

      Monique worked thirty-hour workweeks with a living wage and free room and board. Extra hours got extra pay. Betsy was not shamelessly abusing her darling French-Canadian nanny. In fact, she was so thankful the sweet woman was willing to work in the middle of nowhere Texas, that she was doing her best to introduce her around, find her friends, matchmaking even.

      “I just thought with all of the socializing you’ve been doing with Monique over the last few months that maybe you’d heard whispers.”

      “About? Oh! You mean other letters.” She frowned and nibbled on her macaroon. “No. Definitely not. But then, I don’t think people would talk about them, would they? The contents of those sorts of letters are specifically the kind of information a person wouldn’t want to share with others.”

      “But if it’s not true?” I considered the macaroons but went for a shortbread cookie instead. “I don’t give any credence to the accusation that I’m a woman of loose morals, for example.”

      “And
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